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Have centralised education
systems had their day?
IMAGINE the following scenario. Over a number
of years, parents expressed, to a lesser or greater
degree, their dismay over the local secondary school,
and their grievances slowly gather pace. There is
litany of complaints and concerns, ranging from low
expectations placed on students, to low staff morale
and out-of-control students. More recently, there has
been a flight of the middle class from the school to
neighbouring private schools. This may be a familiar
scenario to readers and a worrying situation: a school
spiralling downwards.
The first thing to consider in the scenario above is that
the school administration is the piggy in the middle. It
has to juggle the expectations of parents and the
funding arrangements and the reporting and curricula
demands of the bureaucracy, all the while trying to deal
with the particular circu,mstances of the school. The
solution can be relatively simple, possibly inevitable:
the bureaucracy pays the piper, so let's dance to its
tune and just hope to billy-oh that the three elements,
parents expectations, circumstances of the school and
the bureaucracy, aren't too far out-of-kilter. The solution
is radical and far-reaching.
I suggest that the future of the public schooling
resides in the development of a political alliance
between its school and its community and the eventual
establishment of independent local school boards. The
evidence in favour of such independence is strong:
the 'best practice' public education systems are local
(e.g. Finland); the best pUblic state schools in Australia
have substantial parental involvement; and the best
schools in Australia, according to the league tables
and the media, are private schools that seem to do well
without the dubious assistance of regional and central
bureaucracies.
Incompatible agendas
The reason for the underperformance of centralised
state systems seems clear: the bureaucracies and
politicians have interests that don't necessarily coincide
with the school and local community's interests. The
political and bureaucratic objectives may not be in
the interests of the school. The school may suffer
collateral damage, neglect or unwanted and unhelpful
attention.
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That we have centralised state educational systems
is probably the result of the need for mass education
of the 19th and early 20th century and the building
of a young nation state. The evidence, as well as
our current situation, show that centralised state
educational systems are no longer the best option for
a mature nation state. The main rationale for a central
bureaucracy should be to ensure equality of access to
education across the State. Any further involvement of
the bureaucracy should be considered and discussed
from within that rationale. States often see education
in utilitarian or political terms.
or those who fear that local boards will be hijacked by
well organised, vested interests, astrology will replace
astronomy, and intelligent design will replace intelligent
science, it is worth remembering that local communities
don't have an ,exclusive claim on silliness: much of
what comes from politicians and the bureaucracy
scores pretty high in the silliness stakes. The point to
note is that one can generally escape the madness of
a community but it is far more difficult to escape the
madness of a state.
So where to from here? How can schools form an
alliance with the community? Can such an alliance or
federation of alliances develop enough political strength
to wrench control of schools from the state and from
its bureaucracy? It can only begin by developing a
dialogue between parents, the community and the
school and by seeing the parents and the community
as not simply stakeholders who need to be placated but
as essential allies for better schools. Schools couldn't
do any worse than they do now and they may well do
much, much better.
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